After four years of war, in the summer of 70 CE the Roman troops entered the Temple of Jerusalem and razed it to the ground. The event is described in detail by Josephus in the sixth book of his War:
Later, in the outer court of the Temple the victorious Roman troops offered a sacrifice to their standards (War 6, 316) .
1 This was not the only temple destroyed by the Romans. What is exceptional, and perhaps unique, is that the Jerusalem Temple was not restored, as often happened, 2 and that the memory of its destruction has been preserved by Jews through the centuries.
The first question we would like to address is whether a harsh policy towards the Temple of Jerusalem had been consistently implemented by the Romans even before the summer of 70, or, as Josephus suggests, the destruction was accidental. He goes so far as to state that in the council of war preceding the final assault, Titus had expressed the view that the Temple had to be saved.
3 According to Josephus, Titus himself was not on the scene when the fire began: he was resting in his tent when one of the soldiers, awaiting no orders and with no horror of so dread a deed, but moved by some supernatural impulse, snatched a brand from the burning timber and, hoisted up by one of the comrades, flung the fiery missile through a low golden door, which gave access on the north side to the chambers surrounding the sanctuary (War 6, 252).
Only then did a messenger rush into his tent with the tidings, and Titus ran to the Temple to arrest the conflagration (War 6, 254). The events, however, took place so rapidly that the total destruction of the Temple was unavoidable.
Should we accept this picture? Certainly Josephus had his own good reasons for excusing Titus' behavior and for presenting the War as having been caused by a small number of Jewish extremists on the one hand, and by the narrow policy of a few Roman local corrupt governors on the other hand, policy which is put in sharp contrast to that implemented by the central Roman governorship. Many details of Josephus' account of the destruction of the Temple, however, cannot be taken at face value. Moreover, Josephus is contradicted by a later Christian source, Sulpicius Severus, who probably draws on a lost portion of Tacitus' Histories. According to this source, in the council of war which preceded the final assault, Titus had expressly held the view that the Temple had to be destroyed. 4 It is therefore questionable whether the destruction had been an unpredictable and accidental episode, as Josephus presents it.
In a way, however, Josephus was correct. No armed attack against the Jerusalem Temple had ever before been mounted by the Romans.
